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Learning potential (LP) assessment describes a raage of

ability to reason among psychometrically defined Ens. ?he effec-

of a success-striving versus failure-avoiding motivation within

subgroups of EMRs homogeneous in L? was studied on a two choice

discrimination learning task in which negative and positive

feedback conditions were varied systema,:ically. There were no

effects of feedback conditions. General sppc.,rt for the hy7othaL:

that the more able Ens, defined by the L? prceedure, o.,116

more efficiently than the less able EM:., was co:..:licated by

interacting effects of motivation. The more abld (LP) En'

failure-avoiders learned more efficiently than, any sucuess-

strive:, LP group; the less able (LP) fail.xe-avoiders 1:,arned

least efficientLy.



THE EFFECTS ')F LEARNING POTENTIAL, AND MOTIVAI:ON ORI=ATIC::

ON LEARNING AMONG THE EDUCABLE MENTALLY iCETA3:1-)

Richard Mankinen, Milton Budoff, 6 Robert H. H.rrison

Research Institute for:Educational Problems2

An understanding of the learning processes and problems of

the educable mentally retarded and attempts to remediate their'

educational handicaps musv include an understanding of the moti-

vp.tional eharacterisrics which might arfect their learning. Much

research has evolVed from the qui.-;7e reasonable assumption thot re-

tardates, because of inferior cognitive ability compared to ncmals,

have experienced a much hig'ler incidence of failure, and as a re-

sult, have,developed e different motivational style than have

normals (see Cromwell, 1963, f,r a review of research related to

this view). This assumption has received support from the findings

that retardates and normals do react differently to experimentally

defined failure and success, as would be expected if their mcitiva-

tional style had originally evolved from different histories of

success and failure (Heber, 1957; Gardner, 1958).

A specific motivational construct, success-striving versus

failure-avoiding (SS-FA) was derived from this assumption of differ-

'encesrin experience of success and failure (Nob:, 1952). A SUCCC6Z-

striver has a high generalized expectancy for success and responds

to cues leading .o success. A failure- avoider, has a low genctrali

expectancy for success and responds to cues preventing further fui:111i,
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In practice, because of their relativek low success experience,

retardates-as a group have been designated as failure-avoiders,

while ;formals because of their relatively high success experience,

have be,.:n designated as success - strivers (see Moss, 1958; Cromwell,

1963, pp. 56-'61) . There appear to be no studies, which hive at-

tempted to operationalize this motivational dimension with perfor-

mance criteria within samples of EMRs, but it seems reasonable to

assume that there would be EMRs who are more or less failure-avoidant

or success-striving relati,re to each other.

Bndoff's (1969) learning potential (LP) assessment procedure

has differentiated three patterns of response among psychometrically

defined Ens to a nonverbal reasoning task (Kohs Block Desicns)

presented in a test-train-retest paradigm. Some Ss performed very

well on the pretest, figuring out the task ac; average IQ Ss would

(high scorers); other Ss perfcvmed poorly on the pretest but mirkedly

improved their s,-:ores followiLg training (gainerv); while other

EMRs performed poorly on the initial tiial and failed to demonstrate,

improvement following training (nongainers). Since these LP

groups differ in ability, the assumption that they should he.ve had

different experiences of success and failure, hence different moti-

vations, could be applied with the expecttion that the more able

Ss woull be rro' failure-avoidant. While this assumption was im-

plicitly ekamined in the study, a furtLer assumption was made: that

success-striving and failure-avoiding motivations might both be

represented within LP groups otherwise homogeneous in ability.

Therefore, this study attenpted to differentiate behaviorally success-

strivers and failure-avoiders within each learning potential
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group. It was expected that condition which lead to more

efficient -learning among suposedly success-striving non-

retarded children would also lead to more efficent learning

among success-striving EMRs.

To',:est this p:.edietion, a discrimination learning task

was selected because it has demGnstrated differential effects

among nonretarded children under conditions which would be

expected to relate to motivational styles cf success-striving

and failure-avoiding (Erackbill 6 O'Hara, 3958; Hamilton, 1963a,

1969b; Penney, 3_967; Penney and Lupton, 1961; Spence, 1966)'.

Negative feeriback conAitions, in which reinforcement was con-

U.ngent sole'y on a child's incorrect responses, has reculted in

Jearnirg among nonretarded children

a ::-);:tiv feedback conditions, in which reinforcement was

,:ontingcnt solely on the child's correct responses. The superior-

ity of learripi: ,Inder negative feedback conditions has been

,,xplained in terns cf differential motivation ng to the

:ve celete reinforcement, e.g., motivation,

to cyoid punent if: stronger than motivation to ;1::proaoh

reward (3rari1 r O' Para, 13Sci), and terms of :he negative

cue having ;7-rk.iter ittorr3-hal \nue than the positive cue

in studies 1961).

The two c,%1:cl,ients reported here examined the effects of

learning potchLi.:-1 s4-svs and the mot_vational style variable on

discrimination learninc when the motivating properties of the

7eedback condi-H.ons ven-e systeratically varied. A two choice discrim-

ination lelt,;ne Task was constructed. For the feedback conditions



procedure similar to that of Brackbill and O'Hara's (1958) was

adopted. In the positive feedback condition tokens were given for

each correct choice and no token reinforcement occurred for incor-

rect choices; in the negative feedback condition, 3 was'initily

provided with tokens and a token was taken away f ^r each incorrect

choice, while no token reinforcement occurred for correct choices.

Information value of the two cues was held constant through appro-

priate verbal feedback on both correct and incorrect choices.

The following predictions were made:

a. that negative feedback would result in more efficient

learning than positive feedback for the success- strivers. This was

an empirical prediction based only on the relative performance of

presumably success-striving normal children u:Ider conditions of

positive and negative feedback; therefore, no prediction was offered

regarding the performance of failure-avoiders;

b. that the more able Ss by the learning potential criterion

(gainers and high scorers) would be superior to the less able Ss

(nongainers).

EXPERIMENT I

Method

Subjects The subjects for Experiment I were 22 Black and 2

white boys and girls from special classes serving a low income hous-

ing project. These children ranged in age from 132 months to 196

months with a mean CA of 165.92 months. Their IQs, based on WISCs

or Stanford-Binets administered within 30 months of the present

experiment, ranged from 61 to 91 with a mean of 74.04. The 24
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subjects of this experiment were selected ac_ording to the SS-FA

motivational criterion from a pool of 27 subjects (9 each of non-

gainers, gainers, and high scorers), roughly matched on chronologi-

cal age and IQ across LP groups, who had been used in a previous

experiment (Pines and Budoff, 1970). The subjects of that experi-

ment had originally been selected from a larger, more heterogeneous

pool of EMRs.

Overview of Procedure The learning potential status of each

S had been determined prior to the present experiment with en as-

sessment strategy involving the Kohs Block Designs (Budoff & Fried-

man, 1964).

In the first experimental session, S ,:as assigned a relatively

success-striving or failure-avoiding motivational status within

each learning potential group on the basis: of a procedure involving

the Kohs Block Designs. S was then pretrained on matching-to-

sample (MTS) principles with an unidimensioncl MTS problem prior

to determining his relative preference for the stimulus dimensions

of form versus spatial configuration in a -wo-dimensional MTS task.

In the second session, one day later, a two-dimensional simultaneous

discrimination problem was administered with S's more difficult

nonpreferred dimension relevant to solution. The discrimination

problem was administered under one of two motivational feedback

conditions: positive motivational feedback for correct responses

only or negative motivational feedback for incorrect responses only.

Verbal feedback was provided on both correct and incorrect responses.

All procedures were individually administered.

7
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Learning Potential Assessment Tie individual assessment of

learning potential using Kohs Block Design materials has been de-

scribed in detail elsewhere (Budoff & Friedman, 1964). Each child

was given a pretest (Xi) with a set of 22 block designs, including

a practicedesigil, sixteen 'ohs Block Designs as test items and

five additional designs to be used in subsequent coaching (practice

and coaching designs are not scored in determining LP status).

Children who solved a difficult nine block design (A9 or more dif-

ficult designs of the Kohs series) were designated high scorers

and not coseIed. The remaining children were given intensive indi-

vidual coaching on principles thought n..cesary to block design

construction with emphasis on detailed design analysis and careful

continual checking of their designs against the standard during the

construction phase. Coaching was followed one day later by an

immediate posttest (K2) and one month later by a delayed posttest

(K
3
). Gainers were defined by an improvement of four or more correct

test designs from pretest to either of the posttests. Nongainers

were defined by a failure to meet this criterion of improvement.

Motivational Assessment The test :-)f" motivational style con-

sisted of giving the child the deck of coaching and test design

cards used in the learning potential asse;:sment, the design cards

being in unsystematic order. He was asked to look at each card in

the deck, after which he was asked to pick one of the design cards

that he would like to make with the blocks. E emphasized that this

was not a test and that he didn't care which design the child picked.

The child was provided sufficient blocks to make any of designs

and asked to make the design he had chosen. After S constructed

8
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the design successfully, he was asked to pick a-other design that

he would like t,) do. The design cards had bren previously rank-

ordered in terms of difficulty and assigned a nurLerical rank from

1 (very easy) to 22 (very difficult).

The measure of motivational style was bas,2c1 on the difficulty

rank value of the second design minus the difficulty rank value of

the first design picked by the S. Thus, a cldld '.ho picked an

easier design on the second trial would have a negative score, and

a child who picked a more difficult design on the second trial would

be assigned a positive score. Within each of the three learning

potential catgories, Ss were ranked from lowest to highest on the

basis of this difference score. The four children with the algebra-

ically lowest scores were designated failure- avoidert and the four

with the highest scores were designated success-strivei,s. Block de-

sign construction, with whicn the Ss were familiar, was selected to

assess motivat!.oral status, because it was thought that a familiar

task would mc._ clearly reflect a more pervasive, generalized moti-

vational state. Motivational assessment with a nelo:ral task would

be more likely to reflect transitory motivational states which of

course, might have quite different effects on learning.

Dimension Preference Assessment S's relative preference for

the dimensions of form verses spatial configuration to be used in

the criterion discrimination problem was determined in a two dimen-

sional matching-to-sample (MTS) problem. To first assure that S

understood MTS principles, he was pretrained to a criterion of five

consecutive correct responses on a simple unidimensional numerousit:.

MTS problem. In this problem S had to choose whch of two stimuli

(one or two sq'ares) arranged in separate frames at the botcom of

a card was the same as the stimulus in a frame at the top of the



, card. E-rh stimulus values to be matched (one or two squares) ap-

peared unsystematically but with equal frequency in the top frame.

The position of the correct response varied unsystematically but

with equal frequency between the left and right bottom fi'anes. The

problem was administered under a noncorrection procedure (i. e., one

response per trial) with verbal feedback, for correc,: and incorrect

responses. All Ss r.,[er2 able to solve this problem.

Instructions were:

I am going to show you some cards. Each card has

three pictures on it like this one holds up first

card). I want you to look at this top picture here

(E points). Now, point to the picture at the bottom --

this one or this one (E points) -- that looks most like

this picture up here.

Immediately upon attaining criterion in the pretraining prob-

lem, S/,s dimension preference was determined with a four-trial MTS

task. The four trials al'e presented schematically in Table 1 where

"S" and "F" represent the spatial configuration and form dimensions

respectively and the subscripted numbers represent specific cues

on these dimensions. For each trial the top combination of spatial

configuration and form cues represents the stimuli.. to he matched

anu the bottom combinations represent S's response alternatives.

Either response alternative would be a corre,A match to the stimulus

combination, since if S were matching on the basis of the form cue

he would pick one response, and if he were matching on the basis

of the spatial configuration cue he would pick the alternative re-

sponse. In this way E could determine to which dimension S was

10



. respoAing. If S responded on the baq.s of one dimension on at

least three of four trials he was defined as preferring that dimen-

sion. In this study all Ss preferred form. No feedback was pro-

vided on the dimension preference trials. Instructions were:

I'm going to show you some pictures like the

last ones. First look at the top picture and then

point to the bottom picture that looks most like the

top picture. This time do it as quickly as you can.

O.K.?

Inert Table 1 about here

Criterion Discrimination Problem The criterion learning task

consisted of a two choice simultaneous discrimination problem in

which S's nonpreferred dimension was made relevant to solntion to

increase problem difficulty. Since all Ss preferred the form di-

mension in this study, spatial configuration was consistently the

relevant dimension. S's preferred dimension, form, was irrelevant

to solution. The irrelevant cles varied within trials with both

cues appearing simultaneously, each paired with one of the relevant

cues. The four possible combinations of relevant and irrelevant

cues, including counterbalancing for position, are schematically

presented in Table 1. "S" and "F" represent the spatial configura-

tion and form dimensions respectively; subscripted numerals repre-

sent spec..fic cues fr3m each dimension; and + and - represent the

correct and incorrect responses, respectively. Cues from the rele-

vant dimension varied unsystematically but with equal frequency

11
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between left and right positions. Cues from the irrelevant dimen-

sion varied as did the relevant cues with respect to positior and

in addition, were paired unsystematically but with equal frequency

with each of the relevant cur's. Thus, only systematic responding

to the correct relevant cue led tb solution of the problem; system-

atic responding to irrelevant cues or to position leci tc chance

performance.

The discrimintion problem was learned under one of two moti-

vational feedback concitions modified after Brackbill and O'Hara

(1958). Ss in the positive motivational feedback condition earned

a token for each correct response, with no.token reinforcement

occurring on incorrect responses. Ss in the negative motivational

feedback condition were initially given 100 tokens, and a token

was taken away each time an incorrect response was made, with no

token reinforcement occurring on correct responses. Irformational

feedback in the form of a verbal "right" or "wrong" was provided on

both correct and incorrect trials tegardless of S's motivational

feedback condition. Ss were introduced to the discrimination prob-

lem with variations of the following instructions:

How would you like to win a free trip to a baseball

game or a free picnic (s,:veral other options were pro-

vided)? In the next few weeks we are going to give you

a :hence to earn points for the (picnic, baseball

ga Ytc.). If you've earned enough points you

6tt to go. I'm going to give you a chance to earn some

points right now. I am going to show you two pictures

at I time. One of the pictures is always correct and

the other picture is always wrong. I want you to figure

12
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out which picture is always colroect and point to it

each time I show you the pictures.

Ss in the positive motivational feedback condition were given

the following additional instructions:

EVery time you point to the correct picture you will

win a chip or a point towards the (reward that S chose).

Tf you solve the game quickly, you can win up to 90

extra bonus chips or points. O.K.?

Criterion for acquisitIon of the discrimination was eight

consecutive correct responses. Ss failing to attain criterion were

stopped at the first error beyond the 96th trial and returned the

next day for additional instructions and up to 96 additional trials

if criterion was not attained on the second day. The instructions,

designed to make more explicit the requirements of the task, were:

You didn't figure out the picture problem last time.

I'm going to give you anotherchaiice to figure it out

today so you can win more chips (points) towards the

trip. Today_ however, your chips are only worth hale

es much 5 last time -- it takes two chips to make a

point.

I am going to show you the same pictures I showed

you last time (E presents the first card). Remember, one

of these pictures is always correct -- every time I

show it to you it will be correct; the other picture

is always wrong. If you look carefully at the pictures

you can figure out which ones are always correct. The

pictures change in certain ways from card to card, so be

13
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sure to look carefully at the pi9tures. To show me

thatyou have figured the picture problem out you must

point to the correct picture eight times in a row.

Following these instructions, the instructions specific to

the positive or negative motivational feedback conditions as pre-

sented in the previous experimental session were repeated. In

addition, on the first six trials of each block of 24 trials E

told the child that the picture he had picked correctly was always

correct, that every time he picked that picture it would be correct,

or that the picture he had picked incorrectly was wrong and woulJ

be wrong every time he picked it.

Two problems involving different form and spatial configura-

tion cues were constructed and used in counterbalanced fashion across

experimental conditions in order to minimize inter-subject communi-

cation of the correct solution to the task.

Materials and Stimuli Stirulus materials for the pretraining,

dimension preference and criterion discrimination tasks were con-

structed on 11 x 14 inch poster cards. The stimuli, cut from black

construction paper, were mounted in four-inch square frames outlined

in heavy Liao( ink. The cards were finished with washable vinyl

plastic. Two "response" frames were centered one inch from the

bottom of the card and two inches apart. In the MTS pretraining

and dimension preference tasks, an additional "stimulus" frame was

centered one inch above the response frames. The two stimuli for

the numerousity MTS pretraining problem consisted of one or two

black squares measuring one inch on a side. These were centered it

14
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the frame with the elements of the "two" stimuli separated hori-

zontally by one inch. Three different sets of stimuli incorporating

the form and spatial configuration dimensions were constructed for

the dimension preference task and the two versions of the criterion

discrimination problem. Two values of each dimension were used in

each set. Each form cue was composed of four identical forMs,

e.g., circles, hexagons, etc., each having maximum boundaries cir-

cumscribed by a 15/16th inch square. Each spatial configuration

cue was constructed by placing the four identical forms in a speci-

fied pattern on an imaginary 4 x 4 inch grid within the frame.

Thus, four two-dimensional compound stimuli could be constructed

from the two values of each dimension: pattern A made of either four

circles or four hexagons, and pattern 13 mace of either four circles

or four hexagons.

Experimental Design The conditions o the experiment consti-

tuted a 3 x 2 x 2 factorial design with the following factors:

learning potential status (nongainer, gainer or high scorer), moti-

vation (success-striving versus failure-avoiding), and feedback

(positive versus negative motivational feedback). The dependent

variable was trials-to-criterion in the two choice simultaneous dis-

crimination problem, exclusive of the criterion run of eight trials.

Results

The results of the analysis of variance are tabulated in

Table 2 (mean performance is reported in Table 4 with tho results 0.1

Experiment I1). Only the learning potential x motivation interaction
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.
approached significance (F2/12 = 3.43,yp < .066). A parallel analy-

sis using psychometric IQ as a covariate revealed an K2/11 of 3.99,

2 .05, for the same LP x motiyatiori interaction.

Insert Table 1 about here

Before the analyses of Experiment r had been performed, the

experiment was replicated in another school to increase the sample

size. The second experiment incorporated minor .modifications

dictated by experience in the first experiment.

E<FERIMENT II

Subjects The subjects for Experiment II were 24 white boys

from three classes in a suburban special class school. These child-

ren, who came from lcerer class families, ranged in age from 141-186

months with a mean of 162.96 months and ranged in IQ from 63 to 95

with a mean IQ of 76.75. The 24 subjects of this experiment were

selected according to the SS-FA motivational criterion from the en-

tire population of 28 nonorganic EMRs in th,.! school whose chrono-

logical age was between 11 and 16 yearn. The orielal pool consisted

of 8 nongainers, 9 gainers, and 11 high scorers.

Procedure The procedure of Experiment II was identical to

that of Experiment I with three exceptions:

a. Motivational Assessment In the first experiment Ss were

given the 22 design cards in random order. In the second experiment,

the cards were laid out on a table in linear fashion from easiest

to hardest. E pointed out that each successive design was more

18
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difficult than the previous cane in the series before S was asked
V

to pick the one he would like to do. Otherwise, the motivational

assessment was the same as in the first experiment. The basis for

assigning an S to the failure-avoiding or success- striving groups

was again thedifference in rank veue between his first and second

choice. The difference in procedure led to a number of nongainers

picking the easiest design on their first choice and the next easi-

est design on their second choice. Where these ties occurred in

.fte difference scores, Ss were ranked according to the most diffi-

cult design they had achieved in the learning potential assessment.

Ss who had previously demonstrated the greater ability were ranked

the more failure-avdant.

b. Incentive The incentive in this study was a free movie

ticket. Instructions to the S were modified to reflect this differ-_

ence.

c. Cue Sets Communication among Ss had not been a problem

in the first experiment: therefore, only one set of cues was used

for the discrimination problems of this experiment, rather than two

sets counterbalanced over conditions.

Results

The results of the analysis of variance are tabulated in Table

3. The learning potential x motivation interaction was significant

(F
2/12

= 4.752, 2 < .03), as was the learning potential main effect

(F
2/12

= 6.40, 2 4..01). An analysis of covariance with psychometric

IQ as the covariate dcrl not alter these results appreciably.

Insert Tables 3 and 4 about here

17
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The results of the two experiments (See Table 4) in the

two schools were in such close agreement with each other that

the data were pooled for a combined analysis in spite of prc.c.,e-

dural differences and the confounding of motivational measurement,

race, typo of incentive and sex with the school effects. The

results of this analysis (Table 5) showed no significant schools

main effect nor any signif!..,ant interactions of schools with other

factors, thus, justifying the combined analysis.

The analysis revealed a significant main effect for learning

jotential, F2/24 = 7.25, 2<.002. Previous research has usually

indicated greater differences between nongainers versus gainers

and high scorers than between gainers and high scorers. Therefore,

the two degrees of freedom for the Lr main effect were separated

into discrete null hypotheses:

B
1

: NG = G + HS B
2

: G = HS

2

The nongainers iid more poorly than did the gainers and high scorers,

F1/24 2 14.15, 2:4.001, while the latter groups did not differ.

Also in this analysis, there was a significant learning po-

tential x motivation interaction (F = 8.02, 2< .002)3. There
2/24

are two reasonable ways of looking at this interaction. One is

to examine the differences between LP groups of similar motivation

and the other is to examine the differences between Ss of different

motivations within individual LP groups.

Comparison of LP Groups of Similar Motivation The sums of

squares and df of the individual null hypotheses under the LP main

effect and the LP x motivatiGn interaction were repartitioned to

assess the simple effects within each motivatioml condition. Only

18
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. the comparison of the nongainer versusothe gainers and high scorers

classified. as failure-avoiders proved significant and accounted for

the bulk of the variance: E1/24 = 30.15, 2 <. .001. Failure - avoidant

nongainers learned significantly more slowly than failure-avoidant

gainers and high scorers; the latter two groups did not differ sig-

nificantly. Success-strivers, regardless of LP category, did not

differ significantly among themselves on the discrimination task

(See Figure 1).

Insert Figure 1 about here

Comparison of Motivational Styles The auras of squares and

df for the motivation main effect and the LP x motivation interaction

were repartitioned to assess the simple ,e.ffects comparing failure-

avoidant Ss with success-striving Ss within each of the three LP

groups. The results showed that failure-avoidant nongainers learned

the discrimination problem significantly more slowly than did success-

striving nongainers ( F1/24 = 8.02, 2 . .01). The contrary 14,...s found

for the other two conditions: failure-avoidrint gainers learned sig-

nifcantly faster than success-striving gainers (F1/24= 4.50, 2 < .05)

and failure-avoidant high scorers tended to learn faster than success-

striving high scorers, although the comparison did not react, sig-

nificance '(F1/24 4.09, .05 2 .10).

Discussion

effects of Motivational Feedback Contrary to prediction,

negative motivational feedback did not yield greater efficiency than

positive motivational feedback for the success-strivers; nor were

there any effects for the failure-avoiders. There were also no

19
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interc3ctive effects of feedback conditions in comparisors between

more able and less able Ss defined by the LP criterion. These com-

parisons are analogous to comparing nonretarded with retarded children,

the procedure Moss (1958) used for differentiating success-strivers

and failure-avoiders. It can be concluded, therefore, that for

the EMRs in this study emphasis on correct responses or emphasis on

incorrect responses did not systematically influence learning effi-

ciency and was possibly not differentially motivating. Since com-

parable experimental data under the onditions of this experiment

are lacking for normals, one can only speculate as to why there were

no motivational feedback effects. It can be argued that success-

striving and failure-avoidance represent nominal categories of moti-

vation such that a success-striver would have a pattern of motivation

that is qualitatively different from a failure-avoider, rather than

a pattern of motivation which differs only in degree. If this were

the case, and if retardates are failure-avoiders as has been alleged,

then the discrimination between motivational patterns in this ex-

periment would have been between degrees of failure-avoidance, not

between failure - avoidance and success-striving. Had the study in-

cluded normals, i.e., presumably success-strivers, differential

motivational feedback effects might have been found as expected. If

such effects were not to be found, then it would have to be concluded

that positive and negative motivational feedback is not differen-

tially motivating, in agreement with the informational feedback

hypothesis (Hamilton, 1969a).

Effect of Learning Potential and Motivation The results clearly

confirm the pred:ction that gainers and high scorers would be
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.9,

superior to the nongainers on the disrimination task. What is

enigmatic; however, is that while the failure-avoiders were

superior to the success-strivers among the gainers and high scorers,

the reverse was true of the nongainers. This may be partially

explained by the fact that seven of the sixteen nongainers f,icked

the easiest possible design on their first choice followed by

the next easiest design on their second choice in the motivational

assessment. These nongainers, in contrast to the gainers and high

scorers, were assigned to the motivational categories on the basis

of a second criterion: the difference between their first choice

and their previously demonstrated level of competence with the block

designs during the learning potential assessment procedures. The more

able nongainer who picked the easiest item was classified as more

failure-avoidant while the less able nongainer who also picked the

easiest item was classified as more success-striving. The result

of ties among nongainers, then, was that a number of them were

assigned a motivational status on the basis of the joint appli-

cation of two defining operations. This was not true of the

gainers and high scorers and makes questionable any conclusions

regarding the motivational equivalence of the nongainers to the

gainers and high scorers. Even so, what must be noted is that

nongainers, so defined as success-strivers, learned as efficiently

as gainers'and high scorers defined as success-strivers.

Comparisons within motivational conditions revealed no

differences between gainers and high scorers. What was most in-

teresting is that failure-avoiding gainers were superior to

success-striving gainers and failure-avoiding high scorers tended
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. to be superior to success-striving high scorers. The discrimin-

ation learning task used in this study could be conside%,ed

"closed-ended" problem, since there are a limited number of ways

of being wrong, as opposed to an "open- ended" problem, in which

there are g.any ways of being wrong. These data, on the one hand,

support Moss's (1958) contention that failure-avoiders would be

superior to success-strivers in a closed-ended task in which

identifying and eliminating the limited number of incorrect in-

stances leads rapidly to solution of the problem. The data may

be viewed in yet another way. Instead of assuming the success-

strivers in this study to be most like normal children, it may

be assumed that the children who learned the fastest were most

comparable in their performance and motivation to normal children.

The data for gainers and high scorers clearly shows a positive

relationship between failure-avoidance and learning competence.

By extrapolation, then, one woule, assume that normal children,

who would be expected to perform even better, might be even more

failure-avoidant. This br:,,gs into question the validity the

construct of failure-avoidance versus success-striving as it has

been applied to retarded and nonretazied children. Indeed, there

is no compelling reason why children wYo have experienced a high

degree of success and who come to have a high generalized expectancy

for success should necessarily have a success- striving motivation.

Success and expectancy for success could as logically have derived

from the successful application of a motivation to avoid failure.

This position receives come support from the fir.ditgs of Heber (1957)

and Gardner (1958). Heber found in a reaction time task that
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normal children were more responsive to an experimental failure

experience than to experimental success experience. Similarly,

Gardner, in a card sorting task, found normals to increase

performance even more than retardates after an interpolhted

failure experience. If the const,ruct of success-striving and

failure-aoidance has been adequately operationalized in this

study, it would appear that the construct is not yet on

conceptually firm ground.
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Footaotes
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2. 12 Maple Avenue, Cambridge, Mass. 02139

3. If, as it has been argued, individuals of low ability are

more likely to be failure-avoidant than more able individuals,

then there should be a relationship between a dirsct measure

of SS - FA motivations and ability level as represented by

learning potential status. In these experiments SS and FA

motivations were ascribed to subjects at the extremes of

motivational difference score continuum within each LP group.

The absolute cutting point and range could vary somewhat for

each group. To check the above hypothesis the second choice-

first choice difference scores were correlated with learning

potential status and resulted in a product-moment correlation

of +.0024 (N = 55, the total initial samples from both schools).

Eliminating subjects whose first choice permitted no subsequent

downward deviation resulted in a correlation of +.099 (N = 44).
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There appears to be no support for a hypothesis relating ability

level and 'SS - FA motivation.
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Figure Captions

Figure 1. Mean discrimination trials as a function of

positive (+) or negative (-) feedback and success-

striving (SS) or failure-avoiding (FA) motivati.,n

among learning potential groups.
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Table 2

Analysis of Variance

Experinw:nt I

Source df MS F

Learning Potential (A) 2 5370.54

Motivation (B) 1 1107.04

Feedback (C) 1 975.38

A x B 2 10096.04 3.43*

Ax C 2 2888.38

B x C 1 51.04

AxBxC 2 4E3.04

Error 12 2942.76

< . OS
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Table 3

Analysis of Variance

Experiment 11

Source df MS F

Learning Potential (A) 2 16378.62 6.40*

Motivation (B) 1 522.67

Feedback (C) 1 600.00

A x B 2 12154.04 4.75*

A x C 2 501.13

B x C 1 888.17

AxBxC 2 1865.54

Error 12 2557.56

* E < .05

32



T
a
b
l
e
 
4

D
i
s
c
r
i
m
i
n
a
t
i
o
n
 
L
e
a
r
n
i
n
g
:
 
M
e
a
n
 
T
r
i
a
l
s
 
t
o
 
C
r
i
t
e
r
i
o
n

L
P
 
S
t
a
t
u
s

N
o
n
g
a
i
n
e
r

G
a
i
n
e
r

H
i
g
h
 
S
c
o
r
e
r

M
o
t
i
v
a
t
i
o
n

F
A

S
S

F
A

S
S

F
A

S
S

F
e
e
d
b
a
c
k

-
+

-
+

-
+

-
+

-
+

-
+

E
x
p
e
r
i
m
e
n
t
 
I

1
7
1
.
5

1
4
8
.
5

7
2
.
0

8
7
.
5

2
.
5

4
6
.
0

1
0
6
.
0

6
6
.
0

1
6
.
5

2
.
5

7
7
.
0

3
5
.
0

N
 
=
 
2
4

E
x
p
e
r
i
m
e
n
t
 
I
I

1
2
3
.
5

1
5
8
.
5

5
9
.
5

8
6
.
0

5
3
.
0

2
1
.
0

1
1
0
.
0

6
3
.
0

5
7
.
5

7
.
5

9
6
.
5

8
7
.
5

N
 
=
 
2
4

I
 
&
 
I
I
 
P
o
o
l
e
d

1
4
7
.
5

1
5
3
.
5

6
5
.
8

8
6
.
8

2
7
.
8

3
3
.
5

1
0
8
.
0

6
4
.
5

3
7
.
0

5
.
0

8
6
.
8

6
1
.
3

N
 
=
 
4
8



P- °°,7

Table 5

Analysis of Variance

Experiments I & II Combined

Source df

1

MS

713.02School. 'A)

Learning Potential (B) (2) 19939.39 7.25**

B1: NG=(G + HS)/2 1 38921.76 14.15**

B2: G = HS 1 957.03

FA versus SS (C) 1 1575.52

Feedback (D) 1 1552.69

A x B 2 1809.77

A x C 1 54.19

A x D 1 22.69

B x C 2 22044.64 8.02**

B x D 2 1953.81

C x D 1 256.69

AxBxC 2 204.44

AxBxD 2 1435.69

AxCxD 1 682.52

BxCxD 2 1218.06

AxBxCxD 2 1116.52

Error 24 2749.73

Repartitioned Simple Effects

LP' w/i Motivation (4)

B
1
w/i FA 1 82917.19 30.15**

B
1
w/i SS 1 80.08

B
2
w/i FA 1 370.56

B
2
w/i SS 1 600.25

Motivation w/i LP (3)

FA vs SS w/i iongainer 1 22052.25 8.02**

FA vs SS w/i gainer 1 12376.56 4.50*

FA vs SS w/i h...Ji scorer 1 11236.00 4.09

* p.c.05
** 2.< .01
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